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Social workers are usually equated with bureaucratic employees who act mechanically, 
often without second thoughts, routinely doing their job. Because this is a stereotype 
image -  like any stereotype -  it could contain a grain of truth. Every social worker should 
consider his or her action and think about whether their behavior could be oppressive 
and generate inequalities.
Tina Mattssons article introduces the concept of intersectionality into social work 
as a useful tool for critical reflection (2014: 8). Looking at this concept in the context 
of the whole article, it is possible to deduce two ways of understanding it. On the one 
hand, critical reflection could contribute to working with unconscious reproduction 
of oppression, discrimination, and inequality. On the other hand, critical reflection 
could encourage the undertaking of a challenge to stop the regeneration of the entire 
social inequality structure by changing the ways people thinking about others in view 
of gender, sexuality, class, and race -  the stereotypical perceptions of people and the 
actions which reproduce inequality.
Prejudices in society are formed in comparison with what does not fit into its social 
images about itself. Yet the author notes it is dangerous to adopt a neutral attitude (2014: 9). 
From this it could be concluded that all is well and right in accepting everything that 
is socially recognized as true and normatively proper. A neutral attitude could prevent 
exclusion and being wrong in the eyes of others. Thus, it looks like as though it is better 
to think and behave according to socially established routines, even in social work. 
The problem is that actions reproduce existing patterns and prevent critical thinking, 
constructive criticism, and the ability to change.
Tina Mattsson -  although she does not say it directly -  stresses that gender, sexuality, 
class, and race are interrelated personal components. It could be concluded that the 
individual is usually not seen as a whole but fragmented. When one component of a unit
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seems to be socially “defective" the whole person seems to be defective. Social work 
should have the ambition to undertake uninterrupted attempts to change inequality, 
marginalization, and shattering oppression by applying structural understandings of 
social problems (2014: 8).
The author suggests that intersectionality could be explained as an analytical combina- 
tion of gender, sexuality, class, and race (2014: 9). It creates a complex form of categories 
which socially construct the human. The individual consists of multiple identities 
which are intertwined and situate the individual at some position in the social structure 
(2014: 10). Based on Mattssons words, it could be concluded that critical reflection 
should contribute to understanding how each part of the social human component has 
a strong influence on society’s perception of an individual. Critical reflection is needed 
to increase awareness of how social work could reconstruct social structure and how 
social structure could affect social work practice to close the circle.
There would be nothing wrong with that if not for the potential power to reproduce 
oppression, inequality, discrimination and a lack of awareness of this. Social workers are 
not always aware that their actions could potentially support discrimination, stereotypical 
gender role perceptions or homophobia.
Serving as a case of open homophobia could be the example of my acquaintance and 
a future social worker. Some time ago she had an internship at a social work institution, 
under the supervision of a female social worker with long experience in social work 
practice. One time she and the social worker went to a home to do an environmental 
interview with the family. While traveling to this site, the social worker suddenly stopped, 
contemptuously looked at the house on the opposite side of the street, and said (more or 
less) these words: “Look at this, here live those gays. This is an abnormal, invalid family. 
They should not live here and demoralize children in a decent family" My acquaintance 
was in shock because one human aspect -  sexuality -  had been decisive in assessing 
that pair as infirm and anomalous.
Hence, I fully agree with Tina Mattsson about how a social worker could uphold 
and reproduce social structures and prejudices even though he or she is doing their 
job with good intentions (2014: 9). Through an expressed bias that social worker (and 
my acquaintance’s supervisor) had a good intention (in her own opinion), because she 
wanted to caution my acquaintance against something she saw as wrong. But it was 
a great way to reproduce prejudice in a young social worker who does not undertake 
critical reflection in evaluating “abnormal phenomenon in social life"
Mattsson pays attention to how the social worker does his or her job in the environ- 
ment of an organization, its bureaucratic rules, and in a specific cultural context with 
a specific perception of social rules (2014: 10-11). In an environment which has strict 
standards or ideals, the social worker may feel powerless and helpless to change and 
break out of imposed behavioral patterns. However, critical reflection could be a way to 
combine knowledge, awareness, and practice which, together, are able to change ones own 
prejudices and thinking patterns (2014: 11-12). With awareness of the social framework 
of ideas about roles, patterns of behavior, and prejudices towards people who do not fit
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expectations, the social worker could change his/her own thinking and actions so as to 
break down the reproduction of the social structure and oppressive system. The author 
of this article emphasizes critical reflection as an instrument which could render social 
work a profession with the power to introduce change in society -  most of all, a change 
in people’s ways of thinking (2014: 14).
Tina Mattsson lists three steps on how to learn critical reflection while looking at 
specific phenomena which, at first sight, seem abnormal in light of the social assimilation 
of certain patterns of behavior and obligations (2014: 13-14). First of all, we should 
start by identifying a problem or phenomenon which causes dissonance and then 
describe it in detail. The author is probably considering a description of the effects which 
a phenomenon can exert on feelings in individuals and their milieu. As a second step, 
we should identify the impact of this phenomenon. Everyone should consider why it 
arouses mixed feelings in us or looks controversial. That may be shocking because it does 
not fit the social order. For example, it may shock us to see, during a demonstration, 
a homosexual riding a motorcycle while wearing a wedding dress1 -  but we should think 
about why this shocks us. Where is the source of our negative attitude towards this? 
Why is it striking? Maybe our prejudices take hold from a world order internalized in 
us. This is the third step of critically reflecting -  reconstruction and reflection about 
our ways of thinking and an attempt to change the old ones.
The social worker should be able to critically think and reflect, to observe, analyze, 
and draw conclusions. He or she should be able to look at the social structure and see 
how it works. It is in social thinking that the prejudices and tendencies are rooted, 
leading us to move away from things that appear not to match everyday life.The social 
worker should be able to move beyond this framework and be able to work against 
oppression and inequality.
1 That example comes from one of the social work courses at the Jagiellonian University.
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